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As of mid-April, more than 10,000 Miskito refugees had returned to their traditional homeland along
the Coco River. Living conditions in the shanties set around clearings hacked out of the jungle are
poor. Daily necessities are irregularly provided by private relief agencies. The Miskito villagers lack
basic services such as medical care, and report that food shortages are so severe that malnourished
children are found in many villages. In 1981 the Sandinista government evacuated the villages
along the river in order to remove civilians from war zones and to prevent them from aiding Indian
contras. The Miskitos were moved to camps away from the Honduran border. Meanwhile, about
40 villages were burned to ensure they would not be used as contra bases. In 1985, the government
allowed the Miskitos to return. Not all the Indians who have returned to the Coco River had been in
camps in Nicaragua. Many crossed the river into Honduras and lived in camps supported by the UN
High Commission for Refugees. The Commission estimates that at least 8,000 Indians have returned
from Honduras since late last year. In an interview with the NEW YORK TIMES (04/18/87), regional
army commander, Jose Gonzalez, said that about 7,000 Nicaraguan Miskitos remain in Honduras.
Many are waiting, he added, for conditions to improve before they return. According to Gonzalez,
the government's decision to evacuate Miskito villages, despite the turmoil it created, was correct
policy because hostilities threatened to touch off a conflict between Nicaragua and Honduras. A
key factor in the government's decision to allow the Miskitos to return was the changing military
situation in the area. Most Indian contra factions have been pacified and Sandinista control of the
area seems to have been consolidated. Last month, however, a group of non-Indian contras from the
Nicaraguan Democratic Force (FDN) began operating near the town of Waspan. Waspan residents
said that when they ventured out onto the river bank beyond the town, they were sometimes shot at
from the Honduran side of the river. Several told of incidents in which groups of contras sank their
small fishing launches and made off with the motors.
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